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R527Next month will see the first 
major event in a new four-year 
project which promises to be the 
world’s largest effort to monitor 
and promote awareness of moth 
populations.
Moths Count (www.mothscount.
org), launched this spring by 
wildlife television presenter David 
Attenborough is Britain’s attempt 
to address the apparent decline in 
many of its numerous moth species.
The launch attracted considerable 
media attention. Three television 
news crews attended the launch 
and the event was covered by BBC 
radio and several newspapers.
Moths make up a significant 
part of species used in biodiversity 
measures. In Britain there 
are more moth species than 
birds, mammals, butterflies 
and dragonflies put together. 
Moths, like butterflies, can act as 
indicators for the vast wealth of 
insect wildlife but, because of their 
much greater variety and differing 
habitats, they provide a much 
greater indicator than butterflies. 
Bats depend almost exclusively 
on adult moths for their food and 
the larvae provide food for many 
species of birds and insects. It 
has been estimated from surveys 
of just one bird species — the 
blue tit — that around 35 billion 
moth larvae are consumed each 
year by this bird alone. And many 
other popular and familiar birds are 
dependent on moth caterpillars as 
a staple for rearing their young.
The decline in moths, with many 
larger species seeing a significant 
reduction in numbers, reported by 
the charity Butterfly Conservation 
last year, therefore indicates a 
much wider ecological problem. 
The new Moths Count project 
is at the forefront of efforts to 
understand the scale of the decline 
of moths and help reverse it.
In the face of such a large 
problem, Butterfly Conservation, 
which is coordinating Moths Count, 
is taking on one of its biggest ever 
challenges. This four-year project 
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Raising moth awareness
is a partnership of individuals, 
conservation group branches, moth 
groups, government agencies, 
charities and businesses, all intent 
on raising public and political 
awareness of moths.
A national moth recording 
scheme has been established 
to enhance the existing efforts 
of moth recorders. At present, 
anyone who sees a moth can 
send the observation to their 
county moth recorder who 
checks it and adds it to the local 
dataset. But this information will 
now be collated into a national 
dataset and made available 
for conservation, research and 
education. And the aim is to get 
more people recording. August 11 
is designated national moth night 
when traps will be set at dozens of 
locations around the country with 
local people encouraged to attend 
and learn about the different 
species with local experts.
The project also aims to use such 
efforts to reach beyond recorders 
and volunteers to wider audiences 
who are unaware of the wealth of 
moth species in their own backyard. 
The aim is to raise awareness Success: The spectacular day-flying hummingbird hawkmoth appears to be on the increase in northern Europe and is helping to raise 
awareness of moths. (Picture: Satoshi Kuribayashi, Photolibrary.)
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recording. Beyond national moth 
night, many other public moth 
events are planned in collaboration 
with other organisations to allow 
people to study moths with experts. 
The often negative image of 
moths amongst the public is being 
countered by these efforts and 
also by the appearance in the UK 
of one of the most spectacular 
day-flying temperate moths. 
The hummingbird hawkmoth 
is normally a resident of the 
Mediterranean regions of Europe 
with only very rare summer 
appearance in Britain. But over 
recent years it has become much 
more abundant and widespread 
with evidence mounting that it 
is managing to survive over the 
winter. There have even been 
reports of it feeding on snowdrops 
in February this year. This large, 
spectacular moth, which indeed 
resembles a small hummingbird 
in its manner of feeding on flower 
nectar, has been a great champion 
for raising awareness and curiosity 
about this group of insects. 
The project organisers hope 
the resulting database will be the largest of its kind in the 
world. Species can only be 
conserved if it is known where 
they are, so distribution records 
are vital to target protection and 
management. The use of public 
input will be vital, as the scope 
of the survey is beyond any 
conventional research project. It’s 
hoped the records will help identify 
species in rapid decline and in 
urgent need of conservation effort.
All moth populations fluctuate 
greatly in response to the weather 
and other factors, so records 
over many years are needed to 
ensure conservation decisions are 
appropriate.
While the focus of the new 
project is the development of a 
new database, the Moths Count 
project is also focused on the 
people that will be needed to make 
it a success. Butterfly Conservation 
says that moth recording is now 
more popular than it has probably 
been over the past 300 years. But 
they believe that public perception 
remains largely negative. “Most 
people like butterflies but dislike 
moths” they say. If people “see 
a brightly coloured, beautiful moth they assume it is a butterfly, 
particularly if it is one of the many 
moth species that flies in the day.” 
While the hummingbird hawkmoth 
may be raising profile, recent 
reports of an outbreak of clothes 
moths continues to temper public 
enthusiasm for these insects. “If 
we want to conserve moths then 
we must challenge the public 
misconception of them as dull, 
brown, jumper-chomping pests,” 
says Richard Fox, manager of the 
Moths Count project.
The project is ambitious and 
challenging, aiming to set up and 
coordinate a long-term national 
moth recording scheme and 
organising mass-participation 
events such as garden moths 
count and national moths night. 
It has already put on around 100 
public moth events, 100 training 
workshops and developed online 
distribution maps and online 
recording. The hope is that a new 
awareness of this remarkable 
array of insect species will be in 
time to conserve those most in 
decline and inform conservation 
strategies across a broad range of 
habitats.
